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To every woman who’s been told they’re too wild. Too impulsive. Too much. May you always stay that way.  
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Author’s Note
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Welcome back to the world of Ouranos! I hope you’re eager to dive back into Lor’s story and find out what happens next.  

Expect a lot of angst and pining in this one, and maybe a moment or two when you want to throw the book across the room? I'm sorry, but don't worry, I promise it's all going to be worth it. 

Content warnings are pretty much the same as for book 1, but you can find them on my website if you’d like to review them at nishajtuli.com. 

Thank you again! 

Love,

Nisha 
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Chapter One
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Lor
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I hurl the vase with all my strength, missing the Aurora Prince’s head by just a hair. He lifts his arms to deflect the blow, and it explodes against the wall, peppering him with shards of broken porcelain. I lunge for a nearby table, attempting to snatch up a small crystal dish when he’s on me, one large hand snagging my wrist and the other circling my throat. He shoves me flat against the wall with enough force that I grunt at the impact.  

“Stop that,” he hisses, his face so perilously close to mine I feel the warmth of his breath on my lips. We stand inside my bedroom—no, my prison—in a house somewhere in the middle of the Void in the furthest reaches of The Aurora. Outside, there are mountains and an endless stretch of midnight sky littered with rivers of stars and rainbow ribbons of color. 

Amya and Mael broke me out of Aphelion almost five weeks ago, and they’ve kept me here, refusing to let me go. At first, I was convinced they were returning me to Nostraza, but my fate continues to be more complicated than that. Instead, they’ve stuck me in this opulent room and won’t stop asking me questions. I’ve contemplated the logistics of my escape countless times, but I don’t know where I’d go. We’re surrounded by nothing but a deadly forest and even deadlier mountains.

“I’m not telling you anything until you bring me Willow and Tristan,” I say for the thousandth time, or maybe it’s the millionth by now. I lost count weeks ago.

“Not until you answer my questions. I have ways of making you talk, Inmate,” Nadir says, baring his teeth, those dark and disconcerting aurora-infused eyes flashing with fury. The colors swirl in his irises, the effect nearly hypnotic. He leans closer, nothing left but a constant wall of ire between us. My skin twitches in response to his closeness, like ribbons are sliding through my blood. 

“Then do it,” I bite back. He’s been threatening me for weeks, and I’m not sure what’s keeping him from making good on his promises. So I keep pushing him, trying to make him snap. Wondering how far I can go.

I meant what I said. He thinks he knows something and maybe his suspicions are right, but I will confirm nothing until I know my brother and sister are alive.

Even then, this prince is dreaming if he thinks he’s getting anything from me. 

His jaw clenches, but there’s a flicker of hesitation in his eyes, so quick I’m not sure if I imagine it. 

“Do it,” I taunt as his grip tightens around my throat, the pressure bordering on dangerous. 

I stare him down, determined to never let him see my fear. 

He will never break me.

“Show me how you’re going to make me talk, oh mighty prince. I promise there’s nothing you can do I haven’t already survived.” 

“Nadir, stop it,” Amya says, entering the room, her disapproving glare taking in the way he has me pinned to the wall. “You can’t do that to her.” 

Nadir turns his furious gaze on his sister, but she doesn’t even blink. I’m learning she’s mostly immune to her brother’s moods and make a mental note to ask her for some pointers. 

She’s wearing a long black skirt split to reveal legs clad in tight black leather, along with a sleeveless corset, tied with violet laces running up the front. Fingerless lace gloves adorn her hands, and her black hair, streaked with colors, is anchored into two messy buns on either side of her head. 

She sits down on a black velvet chair, crossing her legs, completely at ease despite the circumstances of the scene she’s just interrupted. Nadir and I glare at each other, the atmosphere sparking as both our chests expand with tight, angry breaths. 

“I sent word to Nostraza,” she says, drawing both our attentions towards her. 

“Amya,” he growls, and that strange sensation like cords moving under my skin ripples again.

She holds up a delicate hand. “Don’t worry. I was discreet.” 

“If Father knows she’s here—“ 

“He won’t,” she says, her own aurora-flecked eyes flashing as her cool composure slips. “I know what’s at stake. Don’t treat me like a child.” 

“Are you planning to let me go, or am I to continue standing here with your hand around my throat while you converse in my presence?” I ask.

Nadir looks back at me, indecision warring in his gaze. He wants to do something drastic. He’s losing patience, and it’s so obvious he’s perched on the edge, ready to tip over. 

Well, he can keep on waiting. In fact, I’ll give him a shove.

When his jaw ticks, our gazes melt into each other and that same feeling, like I’m being touched from under my skin, resurfaces. Though I’d never say it out loud, I can’t help but notice it only happens in his presence. I don’t want to think about what it might mean. I don’t know what it means, but I’m sure all it can signal is trouble. He hesitates for another second before he finally lets go of my throat. 

“Stop fucking throwing things,” he says, his voice low and deadly enough to send a shiver down my spine. “Or I’ll chain you up in the basement with my pets.” The vicious glint in his eyes suggests these pets are more monster than friendly companion. 

He steps back, watching me like a ravenous predator ready to tear out my throat at the slightest provocation. With my gaze deliberately pinned on him, I step out from his towering shadow and before he can stop me, I reach for the same crystal dish and hurl it against the wall. 

It smashes apart with a resounding shatter, and I turn to him with a triumphant smile, flipping a lock of my hair over my shoulder. 

I flutter my eyelashes innocently. “You were saying?” 

His eyes go so dark they turn completely black, those swirling lights dimming down to nothing but inky pools deep enough to drown in. That pull surges again, like a rabid demon trying to rip straight out of my skin. Why does his anger affect me this way? 

Amya covers her mouth, trying to suppress a smile, while I look down my nose at the prince. He growls and stalks over, grabbing my wrist again. 

“I warned you,” he says, pulling me forward so I nearly trip, my hand slamming into the center of his solid chest to catch myself. 

“Wait! I want to hear what she learned from Nostraza. Are Tristan and Willow alive?” 

Nadir jerks me around, my back pressing against his chest and his arm banding around my waist before his hand clamps over my mouth. 

“Don’t tell her anything,” Nadir says to his sister, who’s clearly about to reply to my question. “I swear to Zerra, Amya. Don’t.” 

Her mouth snaps shut, her lips rolling inwards to the muffled sounds of my protest. 

“Let me tell her,” she pleads, and the princess climbs a tiny notch in my esteem. 

“No,” he snarls. “I warned her.” 

He picks me up by the waist as I flail against the iron band of his arm. After spinning around, he walks me to the door while I attempt to wrestle from his hold, kicking my legs, trying to aim for his shins. Or maybe a far more precious body part. 

Of course, he’s High Fae and incredibly strong, so I might as well be fighting an iron tree with the personality of a cactus. 

We enter the hall to find Mael walking towards my room. At the sight of us, he presses his back and palms against the wall, letting us pass. “Things are going well, I see.” 

“Shut up,” Nadir says as we struggle down the hall and then he stops. I’m still bucking and flailing as he turns around and then around, as if he can’t decide where to go. 

“Problem?” Mael asks, coming up and folding his arms over his broad chest. He’s wearing his usual light leather armor, his black hair cut close and his deep brown skin gleaming under a row of tiny chandeliers suspended the length of the hallway. Amya is behind him with a grin she’s obviously trying to contain. 

“We don’t have a dungeon in this house,” Nadir says, as though this is everyone’s fault and this salient fact has just occurred to him. So much for the threat of locking me up with his pets.

“It’s not really that sort of house,” Amya says. “That was kind of the point when we built it.” 

“That was before I realized we’d be harboring a prisoner who behaves like a rabid child,” he snarls, and I bark out a gleeful laugh that definitely makes him angrier.

The prince practically roars in frustration and then kicks open the door at the end of the hall, carrying me into an enormous bedroom with a huge bed sitting under a long bank of windows, where the northern lights paint the sky in ribbons of color. 

As much as Aphelion may have been a court masquerading as a haven of gilded beauty, I miss its bright blue skies like flowers miss the sun. This depressing canvas of grey and more grey is dredging up the painful memories of the twelve years I barely lived under this bleak sky. 

Everything in the room is black save for the occasional streaks of color accenting the rugs and furniture—crimson and violet and emerald. 

Oh, and the two enormous fluffy white dogs who lie in front of the fireplace, only their heads lifting as we enter, their dark eyes watching us with shrewd curiosity. I think they’re dogs—they’re big enough to be wolves who feast on small children for supper. Are these the pets he meant? They don’t look that dangerous. In fact, they’re kind of cute if you ignore the fact they could probably take off my head with a single bite. 

That’s when one of them curls a lip, a low growl rumbling from its throat with its far too intelligent gaze fixed on me. 

Okay, never mind. Definitely very dangerous. 

Nadir hauls me across the floor as Amya and Mael exchange a careful glance. 

“Nadir,” Amya says softly. 

“Not now,” Nadir replies, sharp as a knifepoint. A moment later, ribbons of colorful light peel away from his hands and secure themselves around my wrists. They feel like nothing against my skin, but I can’t separate my hands like I’ve been shackled by tendrils of air. 

Mael’s dark eyebrow raises, and it’s obvious he wants to comment, but he bites his tongue while Nadir binds my wrists to the bedpost with more ribbons of colorful magic. If my primary goal wasn’t to rip out his heart and feed it to those dogs, I might admit his power was rather beautiful. 

When he’s satisfied, he steps back, folding his muscular arms across his chest with a smug smile. He wears his usual uniform of a fitted black shirt and pants, everything tailored to his body with irritating perfection.

“You asshole,” I hiss, tugging on my restraints. “Let me out of here.” 

Nadir crowds me against the bedpost, leaving only a breath of tension separating us. “I told you if you threw anything else, there would be consequences.”

I jerk on my restraints with an angry huff, resisting the urge to spit at him. Kick him. Headbutt him. Anything. I’m so frustrated and angry and sick of this shit. 

No one will ever let me be free. 

“And I told you I won’t cooperate with you until you bring my friends here,” I snap. 

I’m still protecting the secret of our family tie in the hopes I can shield them from what I suspect the prince wants. 

“You think you can scare me? I survived twelve years in that fucking prison of yours while you slept in your fancy silk sheets and pranced around in your fancy clothes. Those dogs were probably treated better than I was.”

This time I do spit, but somehow he avoids it, my saliva landing on the ground in an unsatisfying drop of nothing. 

“You were in that prison because you committed a crime,” he says. 

“I was a child!” I scream so loud my voice cracks. “I did nothing, you fucking monster!” 

“You’ll refer to me as ‘Your Highness,’” he hisses, swirls of crimson rolling in his eyes. 

“You aren’t my prince.” I spit the words, trying to infuse them with the bottomless depth of my hatred.

I will never, ever bow to this pompous Fae asshole. 

“You are a citizen of The Aurora.” 

“Go to hell. I am not, and I’ll die before I call you that.” 

His nostrils flare, but he doesn’t respond, turning on his heel and gesturing to Amya and Mael to follow. At the door, he stops and looks over his shoulder. 

“If you keep this shit up, Morana and Khione won’t hesitate to put you back in line.” 

The two furry monsters in front of the fire perk up at the sound of their names, looking innocent enough with their fluffy coats that look as thick and white as fresh snow. But then they bare their mouthfuls of sharp teeth in a tumble of low growls, reminding me not to be fooled by appearances. 

Amya throws me a sympathetic look that I don’t return. She slept in silk sheets and wore pretty clothes while we rotted away inside Nostraza, too. She might be the nicer one, whatever that’s worth, but she isn’t innocent of anything that happened to me and my siblings. 

The door closes, and I look around the room. My gaze skates over the dogs whose heads are again resting on their paws, but I’m sure they’re acutely aware of my every move. Nadir’s black jacket hangs off the back of the chair at a desk in the corner, and the far wall is lined with shelves stuffed full of books.

From the other side of the door, I hear the muffled voices of Mael, Amya, and Nadir arguing about something. Presumably me. 

Nadir has been questioning me about who I am and what Atlas wanted from the day I arrived, but I’ve refused to answer anything. I don’t know what he believes, or how close to the truth he is, but I’m not making it that easy for him. Atlas wanted to use me for the power I might hold, and I have to assume this dark prince’s ambitions lie in a similar direction. 

Tired of standing, I sink to the floor, my magical handcuffs adjusting just enough for me to get somewhat comfortable. 

I need to get out of here. Not just this room, but this house. The trouble is I have no idea where I’d go. I have no home and not a penny to my name. And I can’t just waltz into Nostraza and claim Willow and Tristan. I don’t even know if they’re still alive. 

The Sun Mirror told me to find the Heart Crown, and I have even less clue about where to start with that. Find it where?

Finally, the door opens and Nadir strides in, tossing me a dark frown before he slams it behind him. Amya and Mael are no longer in tow, and a tiny wisp of fear licks its way up the back of my neck. Suddenly, I’m very aware that I have no idea what this wild Fae prince is capable of. How afraid do I need to be? Will he force me to do the same things as the guards in Nostraza? My heart rate kicks up, my palms growing damp. I’ll die before I suffer anything like that again.

No one here has harmed me physically, but I know I’m walking a razor-thin line with my constant impertinence. But what would be the point in cooperating? I have almost nothing to lose. If he plans to use me like Atlas, then I’m fucked either way. The only power I hold are the secrets locked in my head and the capacity to wield them for Tristan’s and Willow’s freedom. 

Despite the fact he hasn’t technically hurt me, it’s obvious the prince is lethal and could kill anyone without a thought. He’s like a coiled spring ready to strike. He radiates power and menace and an unmistakable aura of darkness. That peculiar feeling under my skin buzzes again, and I inhale a deep breath, trying to suppress it. 

Nadir walks over to the fireplace and crouches down in front of his dogs, ruffling their fur while they roll over to bask in his attention. It’s clear they hold a special place in his heart, and the scene is so oddly incongruent with his usual behavior that I find myself relaxing a bit. When he’s done, he stands, refusing to acknowledge my presence, before he disappears into the bathroom. Then I hear the water running, and I let out a huff, blowing an errant lock of hair out of my eyes.

There’s a chill in the air that’s the perpetual chill of The Aurora I remember so well. Everything is cold. The air and the sky and their fucking prince. I’m wearing a pair of soft leggings and thick socks with a thick black sweater. Thankfully, they’re warm and comfortable enough. 

The door opens again, and I suck in a sharp breath at Nadir’s change of clothing. His top half is bare, and it’s virtually impossible not to be taken in by the perfection of his lean, hard physique. The curves and dips of gleaming brown muscle shift and bunch as he walks to his desk, still not looking at me, and shuffles through a stack of papers. 

An array of colorful, swirling markings cover his skin, spreading across his chest and the arches of his shoulders. He’s wearing a pair of soft black pants that hang off his hips so low it’s nearly scandalous. What the fuck. Is this some kind of game to him? 

He looks up, our gazes catching, and I quickly look away, mortified I’ve been spotted staring. I hear him snort out a derisive laugh as he turns down the light on his desk, throwing the room into near darkness, save the lights of the aurora glowing through the window. 

“What are you doing?” I ask, peering at him through the dimness. My earlier nervousness about what exactly he plans to do with me alone and tied up in his bedroom cinches my chest tight.

The colors of the Borealis reflect off his skin, his high cheekbones and his strong jaw. He pads along the thick rugs that cover the black marble floor, and there’s something awkwardly intimate about the glimpse of his bared feet. 

“Going to sleep, Inmate. It’s getting late.” 

“What about me?” I tug on the magic ropes still anchoring me to the bed. 

“What about you?”

“You can’t just leave me here like this all night.” 

“Yes. I can. How are you going to stop me?” 

I’m definitely not surprised by this answer. I pissed him off earlier and now it’s time for his retribution. 

“I hate you,” I say, dropping my voice to a menacing whisper. 

“So you’ve said, many, many times. As you can see, I’m perfectly at ease with that fact. I plan to sleep like a baby, knowing just how much you loathe me.” 

He walks to the side of the bed, pulls back the sheets, and looks down to where I’m sitting on the floor, a smirk on his face. He slides under the covers and pulls them up, sighing with a groan of satisfaction I assume is meant to rub in how comfortable he is and how uncomfortable I am. It works. I shift on the hard ground, my ass already numb and my arms sore from their restricted movement. Still, it does seem like he’s planning to, in fact, sleep, rather than exact some depraved brand of revenge. 

He lets out a short whistle, and his dogs both stand up and stretch in front of the firelight, the fine hairs on their bodies glowing orange. At first, I think they’re headed for me. I swallow a nervous knot in my throat, but they pass by and then leap up onto the bed, settling down next to their master with soft grunts. 

Right, even the dogs get better treatment. I should have remembered. 

Though I can’t see Nadir anymore, only the lump of his blanketed form, I toss him my most withering glare, trying to incinerate him where he lies. As if reading my mind, he lets out another exaggerated sigh, and who would have thought an immortal prince could be so fucking petty? 

“Sweet dreams, Inmate,” he says, a definite thread of amusement in his voice. 

I hold back the snarl perched on the roof of my mouth, refusing to give him even a shred of satisfaction as I stare into the dark and vow to kill him. 

Slowly and painfully. 

The only thing left to decide is if I’ll end the prince or his father first. 











Chapter Two
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I sleep only in fits and starts, nodding off as my head drops and wakes me with a jolt. Being too uncomfortable to sleep reminds me of those days I spent in the Hollow before Gabriel stole me away. I wonder what my former warder is doing right now. If he knows where I’ve gone or if he cares at all. He’s probably thrilled to be rid of me after all the trouble I caused.  

Throughout the night, I listen to the ripple of canine snores mixing with the prince’s hushed breaths. I yank on my restraints, wishing I could climb up there to inflict some pain, but he slumbers on, oblivious to my discomfort. Maybe I should start screaming for no other reason than to interrupt his beauty sleep, but decide it’s not worth the consequences of what he might do to me then. 

Eventually, the sky turns from inky black to somber grey and I scowl, aching for the warmth of proper sunlight and a bright blue sky. Once the aurora lights retreat for the day, leaving behind a depressing slate of emptiness, I wonder again why anyone would choose to live in this place.

I think of the beaches in Aphelion. The heat of the sand and the crash of the water. While things were certainly questionable in the golden palace by the sea, I still crave the luxury of sunshine on my skin. 

There’s a soft knock at the door before it swings open on silent hinges. A woman in a simple tunic and leggings enters with a silver tray suspended between her hands. I recognize her as one of the manor’s staff, because she brings the meals to my room, too. My stomach rumbles with hunger as she casts a furtive glance in my direction. 

She evades eye contact as she deposits the tray on a black wooden table situated in front of the windows. She removes a plate of bread, bacon, fruit, and eggs. Cups and silverware and crisp white napkins. A carafe of coffee, its rich aroma permeating the air.

Just like in Aphelion, all the servants are human. I guess Fae are too important to dirty their hands with the menial tasks of cooking and cleaning.  

When she’s done with the prince’s breakfast, she leaves the room and returns a moment later with two giant silver bowls that she places on the floor near the door. Morana and Khione both leap off the bed and pad over to their food, digging in their snouts. 

I hear the rustle of shifting bedsheets and watch Nadir sit up, his long hair gloriously tousled from sleep. Last night, I’d tried to stifle my reaction to his bare tattooed torso and gleaming brown skin, but his entire presence fills the room with a sort of barely contained energy. He ignores me as he rises from the bed and strides over to his morning meal. 

“Thank you, Brea,” he says, his formal tone much nicer than he’s ever used with me, before she nods. 

“Enjoy.” With her hands clasped in front of her, she gives me another surreptitious look and then hustles out of the room. I watch her leave, wanting to call her back. I don’t want to remain here alone with the prince. This forced proximity with nothing and no one else acting as a barrier between us unnerves me in ways I don’t care to examine. 

Now that he’s awake, that presence that writhes under my skin stirs again, pulling at my nerves. While he was sleeping, there was a moment of respite, but as he stares at me now, it breathes back into life like a bubble filling with air. I blink, willing it away. 

This doesn’t mean anything. 

He leans in his chair, the muscles in his stomach contracting, while I do my best not to notice the trail of dark hair that disappears into his low waistband. He kicks his feet up on a second chair and pins me with his unsettling gaze as he lifts his coffee cup and takes a loud sip. 

Licking my lips involuntarily, I watch his movements, practically tasting the aromatic brew on my tongue. 

“Hungry, Inmate?” 

My nostrils flare and I give him a hard look. “No.” 

He smirks as he picks up a triangle of bread and bites into it. I’ve become somewhat more acquainted with the food in The Aurora over the weeks, but most of it is still unfamiliar. During my time in Aphelion, I experienced so many new things, but every time I turn a corner, I’m struck with yet another deficiency in my upbringing. The mingled aromas of spices I don’t recognize linger in the air, making my mouth water. 

“Fine, then I won’t share.” 

“Like you were going to, anyway,” I retort, and he smirks again, taking another bite and chewing slowly before groaning like it’s the best thing he’s ever tasted. “So, what do you plan to do with me? Keep me chained here like your pet?” 

At the mention of pets, I hear the soft click of paws on the marble floor. They’ve finished their meals and are trotting over to see their master, their thick white tails swaying back and forth. He gives them each a rub behind the ears, and I notice the way his eyes soften. Can it be this prince has a heart buried somewhere in that chiseled chest?

“Oh, I’m sorry. Even your dogs have the freedom to walk around,” I say bitterly. 

He meets me with a condescendingly amused look. 

“When you can behave as well as they do, Inmate, then I’ll consider treating you the same.” 

“My name is Lor, you asshole,” I bite out. “If you want me to act like a human, then stop calling me that.” 

Nadir takes his feet off the chair and leans forward with his elbows braced on his knees. His dogs turn around to face me, their lips twitching. Something tells me they’d gleefully rip out my spleen at a snap of the prince’s fingers. 

“But I so enjoy the sound of it, Inmate. I don’t think I’ll be doing that. And it isn’t a human that I want you to act like.”

We both stare at each other, those words hanging in the air like a deadly vow. He keeps digging, trying to force me to reveal my secrets, but I refuse to budge until I get what I want. I will not be the one who blinks first. 

I lunge for him and snap my teeth. Of course, the effort is entirely wasted since I can’t move more than a few inches from where I’m tethered. His dogs’ ears perk up, clearly sensing a threat to their master. He makes a shushing noise that settles them both and then he chuckles as he shakes his head. “Atlas thought he was going to bond with you. You would have torn him to shreds.” 

“At least Atlas didn’t chain me to his fucking bed.” 

Nadir arches a dark eyebrow. “No, he just threw you in his dungeon.” I press my lips together, hating that he’s right. Why am I defending Atlas? I hate them both. They’re both vile, egotistical beasts. “And I’d still like to know why he did that. What did the Mirror say to you?” 

“The Mirror rejected me,” I say again, which is mostly accurate. 

“You’re lying.” 

“I’m not. It told me I wasn’t meant to be the queen of Aphelion,” I say, the words carefully curving around the truth. It is what the Mirror told me, but Nadir will have to torture me before I share the far more noteworthy details it revealed. 

Again, I tug on my restraints to no avail. I have to get out of here. I have to find Tristan and Willow and get us all away before we can finally claim our family’s legacy. 

Nadir peers at me, trying to read the lie in my words. 

“Did you hear back from Nostraza?” I ask, and he blinks. 

“What?”

“Your sister said she sent a messenger to Nostraza yesterday. Did she hear anything back?” 

“I’ve been in this room with you since last night, Inmate. I have no idea.” 

I resist the urge to growl at his tone and the way he treats my question as though the answer is of no consequence. Tristan and Willow might be dead, and it clearly doesn’t matter to him. While I was off playing future queen, they might have died and I wasn’t there. But I also need to acknowledge that this behavior is getting me nowhere. Nadir possesses an uncanny talent for digging under my skin, and I can’t keep letting him get to me. 

“Can we ask her?” I plead next, trying to make my tone a bit more pleasant even as I’m internally screaming. I hate kowtowing to this asshole. 

“When I’m done eating,” he says, turning back to his plate and pointedly ignoring me. He knows how important this is to me. I haven’t been subtle about it. 

“Fine.” I sit back, leaning against the bedframe as I wait for him to eat, the silence in the room broken only by the clink of his mug and the sounds of his fork scraping the china. The dogs lay down, their heads resting on their paws as they watch me. Probably for any sudden movements. Resting but always alert. I’d do well to remember that Nadir isn’t the only animal in this room.

He eats slowly, taking his time, and I know he’s doing it just to aggravate me. Nothing about this prince is slow unless it serves his purposes. I suck in a dragged breath, trying to calm my rage and the rapid thud of my heart. 

My inability to rein in my temper is one of my greatest weaknesses. One I need to learn to control. After I receive word about my brother and sister, I’ll have more options, but right now, I have to pretend I’m willing to cooperate. 

Nadir finally finishes eating and pushes his chair from the table, ignoring me as he stalks to the bathroom. At that moment, I’m reminded of the uncomfortable pressure on my bladder. The shower turns on, and I grit my teeth at the sound. How long is he going to take in there? 

I squirm on the floor, worried I might wet my pants if I sit here much longer. Maybe I should do it and soil this expensive-looking carpet. We’ll see who’s the animal, then. But I dismiss the idea, knowing even I’m not that insane, trying to focus on something else as I wait. 

Finally, the water turns off, and I hear his movements on the other side of the door. 

“Hey!” I yell into the empty room, hoping he won’t ignore me. 

I have no idea what to call him. I’ve avoided the question for weeks, sidestepping the need to address him directly, but now I’m stuck. Your Highness sounds ridiculous. He isn’t my prince, nor will he ever be. And I meant what I said about ever calling him that.

But calling him Nadir feels too intimate—we certainly aren’t friends or allies. He’s never referred to me as anything but Inmate, so perhaps I can find something equally demeaning. “Hey! I need to pee!” 

The door opens a few seconds later, and he’s now half dressed in slim black pants that hug his thighs and his hips, along with a crisp black shirt, still unbuttoned so it frames the colorful tattoos that cover his torso. The corner of his mouth hooks up in a wicked smile, his eyes flashing with mirth. “What was that, Inmate?” 

“I need to use the bathroom.” 

He folds his muscular arms over his chest and leans on the doorframe. One ankle crosses over the other as his gaze sweeps over me. “What do you say?” 

“Let me use the toilet or I’ll pee all over your fucking floor, asshole.” 

Asshole. Yes, that works, now that I think about it. He shakes his head and runs a hand down his face before he strides over and stops in front of me. I look up, willing my expression into hardness. 

“I’ll let you go, but don’t try anything.” 

“What would I possibly try? I’m just your poor, helpless prisoner,” I say, batting my eyelashes. 

He rolls his eyes and tugs at the magical ropes around my wrists. I’m sure he could use magic to do this, but as he unties them, his fingers brush against mine, and that pull inside my veins swells as though my blood is trying desperately to get closer to him. 

I yank my hands away, wanting to dispel whatever this is, even if it is completely involuntary. I hate that he makes me feel anything but pure, unfiltered loathing. Once my restraints are off, I rub my wrists and groan as I stand, my body stiff from sitting on the floor all night. 

“Bastard,” I mutter under my breath as I shake out my legs and then storm towards the bathroom with his dark laughter following in my wake. 

His bathroom is magnificent, even if it’s smaller than I’d expect. From what I’ve seen of this house, everything looks expensive and well-made, but it also isn’t the Keep. I’ve inferred the reason I’m being stashed here in the middle of nowhere is because they want to keep my presence a secret from the Aurora King. 

Maybe it’s because of what they suspect about me. That in the wrong person’s hands, I’m capable of wreaking a shit ton of havoc. Well, they’re right. Once I figure out how to get out of here and track down that Crown, I have every intention of taking back what’s mine. 

What I don’t understand is why they’re keeping me from daddy dearest.

After I go to the bathroom and wash my hands, I stop at the mirror, staring at my reflection. The locket I took from Aphelion still hangs around my neck, and I clasp it with my hand, absorbing the force of the small, chipped jewel inside. 

I’ve filled out in the past months—my face no longer gaunt and hollow, my eyes a little less haunted. There’s a roundness to my cheeks that mimics the roundness in my butt and my thighs and my breasts. I look like a woman now and not the feeble girl who was taken from Nostraza. I never expected to be anything but a collection of skin and bones. 

A part of me can’t believe I ever saw the outside of the prison at all. 

Using my reflection to anchor myself, I burrow into the center of my soul, feeling for the magic I know is locked deep within me. Where I’ve kept it trapped for so many long years. It feels like the jagged edges of two staircases hammered together. Like a puzzle where someone tried to fit a square peg into a round hole before it got stuck. 

My eyes flutter shut as I tug at it, attempting to break the two sides apart, but it holds fast. I groan in frustration. All those years ago, I was forced to lock this power away, and now I can’t seem to get it back. I’ve been trying for weeks, because when Amya and Mael “liberated” me from Aphelion, I decided the time had come to release it again. It will be my only line of defense if anyone learns my secrets. 

I hear voices on the other side of the door, followed by a knock.

“Did you hit your head in there, Inmate?” Nadir asks with that condescending lilt in his tone. “Please don’t tell me I’m going to find you passed out on the floor with your pants around your ankles. How undignified that would be for you.” 

“Asshole,” I mutter under my breath, and I hear his laugh, though there’s nothing warm about it. I swing open the door to find him leaning against the wall just outside, his arms folded over his chest, his shirt buttoned and tucked in now. 

Our gazes catch and there’s another flare of those lines of magic that spark beneath my skin, my nostrils flaring as I attempt to hold it back. Try as I might, I have no control over it. 

Amya and Mael are in the room now, both of them watching us with curious expressions. 

“Did you hear anything from Nostraza?” I ask Amya, tearing my gaze from Nadir and striding over to where she lounges on a black velvet sofa. Her face softens at my question as she shakes her head. 

“Not yet. I promise, as soon as I do, you will know.” 

I stare at her, not sure what to make of this princess. She was also complicit as I rotted inside Nostraza for over a decade, but unlike Nadir, she actually seems to feel bad about it. 

“Thank you,” I say, meaning it, because I do believe her on this, whether or not she actually cares. I’ve made it clear I won’t tell them anything until I hear news of my brother and sister, and it’s the only reason Nadir feigns interest in the subject at all. 

I turn to the prince with a cold glare. “Can I return to my own room now? Or am I still to remain chained to the foot of your bed with less humanity than your beloved dogs?” 

“Perhaps if you weren’t feral,” Mael quips, and I pin my glare on him instead. He grins, a dimple popping on his cheek, and I get the sense this High Fae captain could win over the lord of the underworld if he put his mind to it. 

“You may return to your room,” Nadir says. “But if you behave in such a manner again, your punishment will be far worse than what you experienced last night. That was child’s play compared to what I could and would do to you.” 

I notice Amya open her mouth, but Nadir silences her with a look before she snaps it closed again. 

With a faux curtsy, I toss him an ingratiating smile. “Of course, Your Highness.” There. If I say it dripping with sarcasm, then calling him that isn’t quite so claustrophobic. 

We exchange one more furious look before I spin on my heel and walk away. 








Chapter Three
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Nadir





Her back is straight, and her shoulders squared as she marches out of the room. She carries herself with a dignity that belies the fact I just made her sleep at the foot of my bed all night. I do my best not to stare at her ass in those leggings, but it doesn’t work, my gaze glued to her. When she slams the door, she does it with such force it rattles the pictures on the wall. 

After she’s gone, I let out a deep sigh and roll my shoulders, trying to put my thoughts back together. Why can’t I think when she’s around me? Everything in my head and my stomach, and for fuck’s sake, my pants, becomes muddled and confused, and turns to absolutely excruciating attention. 

It’s addictive. The way she hates me. The way she burns with that fire that glows so white hot, I ache whenever she looks at me. Like she’s always just on the edge of erupting and blowing my entire life to pieces. Not that I’ve ever been attracted to reserved or docile women, but she isn’t just wild, she’s practically feral, and I can’t stop fucking thinking about her. 

Mael’s dark snicker draws my attention, rousing me from the snared web of my thoughts. I spin around, my teeth already bared. Gods, I’m constantly on the edge of losing my shit lately. 

“What is with you?” he asks, leaning against my desk with his arms folded. “You are a complete mess.”

He exchanges a knowing glance with Amya, who then turns her concerned gaze on me. She constantly worries, but she doesn’t need to. I can take care of myself. 

“He’s not wrong. You don’t seem yourself lately.” 

“I’m fine. I need a drink.” They’re both right. I am a mess, and I can put it all down to the woman who just left the room. The prisoner from Nostraza who should mean nothing to me, but who’s filled my head and won’t let go. 

“It’s nine in the morning,” Mael says. 

“So what?” I yank open the glass door on my cabinet that holds a wide variety of spirits. I select a dark green elven wine that feels like a good breakfast liquor. It’s not too strong, but should pack enough punch to smooth the edges of my jagged nerves. 

I pour a generous portion and then stare at the glass as my thoughts return to her. 

“I went to the Keep,” Amya says, disrupting me from another spiral into my thoughts. 

“And?”

She shrugs. “Father seems preoccupied, mostly. When I went to see him, he didn’t say much.” She plants her elbows on her knees and grins with that mischievous look in her eyes I know so well. “He’s really not happy you got the entire Aurora court banned from Aphelion.” 

I snort at that and take a sip of wine, savoring the heated burn down my throat. 

“Sorry, I hope you don’t mind that I got to tell him.” 

I shake my head. I definitely don’t mind. That’s one less conversation with my father. 

“I did everyone a favor. No more of Atlas’s parties to suffer,” I say, dropping on the sofa next to my sister, the ice in my glass clinking. “Where does he think I am?” 

“All over. I told him you and D’Arcy hit it off at the ball and you’d gone to visit her for a few days.”

I arch an eyebrow at her, wondering if that was really the best lie she could come up with. “And he bought that?” 

The ice-cold Star Queen of Celestria isn’t exactly my type. Not only because she hates everyone, but because she’s already been through seven bonded partners of various genders, all of whom succumbed to “mysterious” circumstances. 

No thanks. I want to keep my head where it is. 

Amya shrugs. “Like I said, he seemed preoccupied with something.” 

“How’s Mother?” I ask, guilt churning in my gut. I’ve been away from home for far too long. 

Amya shrugs. “She’s fine.” Her gaze slides away, her shoulders rolling in, but I don’t press the matter. 

“Did Father ask about the girl?” I inquire instead. 

She nods. “He did, and I said you were continuing to search, and that’s also why you were still away.” 

“He doesn’t suspect we have her then?” 

Though we sit on the very edge of The Aurora in the manor house Amya and I built to get away from the Keep, the king’s reach filters into every part of this realm. The property is warded from anyone but us, but I can never shake the urge to sleep with one eye open. Somehow, my father finds a way to ruin everything. 

“I don’t think so, but I’m not sure how much longer we should keep her here, Nadir. I know you think there’s something more to her, but I have to disagree. She seems to be completely human. She doesn’t have a drop of magic that I can discern.” 

I look at Mael. “What more have you heard from Heart?” 

“Etienne sent word last night,” Mael says, his mouth flattening. “He’s been lying low in his usual settlement. I pulled everyone else out to avoid suspicion. Your father’s men have been back several times.” 

“Still searching for something?” 

Mael’s brows draw together. “Etienne said they gathered up all the women—anyone between the ages of twenty and thirty—and herded them off.” 

Both Amya and I sit up at that revelation. 

“Where?” I ask.

Mael shook his head. “He didn’t know yet. He hasn’t been able to catch them in the act. Word is they’ve been doing the same thing in all the settlements.” 

Amya sucks in a breath. “Father’s searching for someone, then.” 

Our gazes all meet as understanding coalesces into something tangible. A truth we’ve been circling for weeks. 

“You don’t think…” Amya says. “Then it can’t be Lor. There had to be a reason he wasn’t that concerned when she went missing. She’s just a human, Nadir. Are you sure we don’t have this all wrong?” 

I shake my head. Amya has a point. None of it makes any sense. If Rion had lost the Primary of Heart, why wasn’t he turning over Ouranos looking for her? And why had she been locked up for all those years? He’d seemed unconcerned about her disappearance, though I’m still sure he never meant for me to learn of prisoner 3452’s existence in the first place. 

He’d sent me to look for her as though she were merely a trifling concern, but my father has always been a very good actor and never does anything without a good reason. I can’t shake the nagging feeling he sent me to look for her just to throw me off. By pretending it wasn’t important, then he’d convince me of the same thing. 

I squeeze the glass in my hands, frustrated by this puzzle that reveals a new side every time I blink. 

“No, I don’t think we have it wrong.” 

“Why are you so sure of that?” Amya sits forward. “We have no evidence to suggest she isn’t just a mortal prisoner who got caught up in something by accident. A case of mistaken identities, perhaps.”

One of my ice hounds, Morana, pads over and rests her chin on my knee. I scratch her behind the ear as I contemplate Amya’s questions. Why am I so sure? It’s impossible to explain or put into words, but I know. As sure as I know my own name, I know. 

“Did you tell her the truth about not hearing from Nostraza yet? Is Hylene working on it?” I ask her. 

Amya nods. “I told her the truth. But I expect to hear from Hylene soon enough. She’ll get them out if they’re still alive.” 

“Do you think this Tristan and Willow are related to Lor?” Mael asks. “She seems awfully possessive of them.” 

“A brother and sister, maybe?” Amya says. “If she really is High Fae, then they might have magic, too.” She doesn’t voice what we’re all thinking. If any of them have magic, then the impossible has happened. 

Amya shakes her head. “The baby died. Every story, every account of the war said the queen’s baby died with her.” Her voice is distant, as if she’s recited this in her head a thousand times already. 

“Sure,” Mael says, moving from where he’s standing at the desk and dropping into the chair across from the prince and princess. “But do you really believe three royal Fae would have willingly spent more than a decade inside Nostraza? It makes little sense. And if they’re the heirs of Heart, then who is the king looking for?” 

I look at my friend, one of the few people in the world who I trust. We met during the Second Sercen War where we both spent months toiling in a POW camp on the border between Heart and The Woodlands. We became friends immediately, and he’s stood by my side through everything. “You’re right, it doesn’t make any sense, but Atlas knew something about her and I can feel—”

I clip my words off, slicing them down like an enemy intent on spilling out my guts. 

“What?” Amya asks, placing her hand on my shoulder. “This girl has you tied up in knots. What is it?” 

Mael smirks. “Come now, Amya, you must have noticed our little prisoner is rather lovely to look at. Perhaps our boy is in love.” 

“Shut up,” I growl. “I wouldn’t deign to touch Atlas’s sloppy seconds with a ten-foot pole. She’s a criminal.” 

The lie sits like a rock in my stomach. I’m not sure why I’m pretending with them—they know so many of my secrets—but she has me questioning everything. 

“Touchy,” Mael says, rolling his eyes. 

“Then what is it?” Amya asks, throwing an incensed glare at Mael. 

“My magic feels strained around her,” I say. “Like it’s trying to come out of my skin. Like it wants to…touch her.” 

I open my fist, a ball of multi-colored light dancing in my palm. I stare at it, wondering why this part of me that has always been my security net has turned on me, sending me into freefall. 

Amya raises her eyebrows, her smooth forehead furrowing. “Have you ever experienced anything like that before?” 

I take a swig of my drink, the ball of light flashing out as I shake my head. “Never.” 

I barely slept last night with her in this room, right at the foot of my bed. My entire body had felt like it was stretching towards her, trying to fold over and around her. My magic had been a tide flowing under my skin, and I had to do everything to pull it back so I wasn’t glowing like a fucking star in my bed. I’ve never had so little control over it. 

And her scent. Fuck, it filled every pore of my skin. Every nerve in my body. Every channel in my brain. I was drowning in a sea of it, and if that had been my last night alive on this plane, I would have regretted nothing. I’d been a fool to keep her here all night, but my stupid pride wouldn’t let her go. 

“That’s very strange,” Amya says carefully. “But it could mean anything.” It’s clear even she doesn’t believe those words, but I understand why she wants to deny them. 

Lor’s very existence tears at the fabric of Ouranos, pulling apart its already fraying threads. It’s been more than two hundred years since the last Sercen War, and things could only remain stable for so long. Eventually, someone would try to claim the abandoned queendom again, and this had the potential to leave the entire continent a smoldering ruin. 

“So I think you’re wrong,” I finally say. “Despite what she seems, she isn’t human. You might not sense any magic in her, but there are oceans of power in her, Amya. I’m sure of it.” 








Chapter Four
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Serce scanned the crowd as she anxiously awaited the arrival of the younger Sun Prince and his family. It had been years since she’d seen Atlas—they’d been only children then, causing mischief at some past royal function—but today, they’d start on a path that would bind them forever.  

Tonight’s party was already in full swing, chatter swelling and the strains of animated music filling the hall. Her mother had gone to great lengths for this one. Roses and swaths of deep red fabric dripped from the walls, making it seem more like they were encased in a flowerpot than the ornate white stone castle that stood at the center of the Queendom of Heart. 

While keeping one eye on the door, Serce surveyed the guests with a rising mixture of anticipation and adrenaline. She loved a good party, no matter the reason. Tonight’s would be the opening soiree of a two-week-long summit that would hopefully lead to the future protection and prosperity of Ouranos. At the same time, the conditions of Serce’s bonding to the Sun Prince would serve as an addendum to the main event.

The first to arrive at the summit had been the Queendom of Tor, led by the Mountain Queen Bronte and her bonded partner, Yael. Tall and muscular with grey feathered wings and long silver hair, they wore the traditional slate-colored warrior garb of their court. With the power of earth and the ability to effortlessly wield boulders the size of elephants, they were both forces to be reckoned with. 

Right now they were greeting Serce’s mother and father, the Queen and King of Heart, all of their expressions as deadly serious as the circumstances for this summit. 

Today marked the first time in history an official alliance would be considered amongst the realms of Ouranos. Not since the Beginning of Days had the rulers of Ouranos united under a singular cause, though this time, they’d be short one member when all was said and done. 

Serce’s mother, Daedra, had been meticulously orchestrating this scheme with a deft hand for years, and it seemed her wish might finally come to fruition. Though Serce expected some kicking and screaming from the other rulers, first. Even if they were ideologically aligned with the idea, they’d also need at least a few days to beat their chests and air their carefully crafted, but wholly pointless, reservations for everyone to admire. 

However, if things went according to plan, Queen Bronte would be just the first to join an agreement with Heart and thus set into motion the preliminary phase of what promised to be a long and bloody battle against the rot that lay to their north. It wasn’t lost on Serce that Heart had more to gain from suppressing threats from The Aurora than any other realm, but her mother hoped the implications for all of Ouranos would be enough to sway them to her ends. 

Alluvion arrived on the heels of Tor, and Serce noticed the way her mother visibly relaxed when the Ocean King, Cyan, was announced. He had always been aloof and unpredictable, disinclined to get involved in the affairs of the other courts, motivated only by his own needs. Still, even he had to see it was getting harder and harder to ignore the danger that might swallow them all if they didn’t act soon. Rion had grown too powerful already, and with his recent bonding to the Aurora Queen, his strength would only grow. 

Serce’s cousin, Rhiannon, bounced on her toes, also craning her neck as though this bonding would change her life as much as Serce’s. In some ways, it would. Once Serce was bonded, Rhiannon’s parents would be setting their sights on her to consolidate her future as well. While only Imperial Fae enjoyed the benefit of heightened magic through a bonding, all High Fae were expected to bond at some point—it was simply the natural order of things.

Serce adjusted the neckline of her deep scarlet dress, pushing up her breasts so they were displayed to their full advantage. She didn’t see the need to pretend she didn’t understand her assets and used them to their potential whenever the need arose. 

“Where are they?” she asked Rhiannon, her nerves rippling with anticipation. She wasn’t entirely sure how she felt about this arrangement yet. Though she’d lived nearly a hundred years without the constraints of a bonding, she understood that eventually this would be her fate. 

She was a queen-in-waiting—without the bond she’d be limited in her magic’s potential. She didn’t love the idea of being shackled to a single man, especially given the long lifespans of Fae, but she hoped Atlas was liberal in his views. She’d invited more than her fair share of men to her bed, and she intended to keep it that way. There was no single Fae who would ever satisfy all of her needs. Atlas had better know his way around a female’s body and not simply rely on his position to dazzle and then entrap his sexual partners. 

If he proved worthy, she might even allow him to join her from time to time.

Nevertheless, this was all a small price to pay in the grand scheme of her lofty ambitions. Serce was duty-bound to do right by her queendom, and nothing would deter her from her ascension. She craved the power that awaited her as Imperial Fae more than she had ever craved anything. She was also dying to meet the prince she’d known only as a boy and assess his measure. Who was she being asked to share her magic and her bed with? 

“Relax. They’ll be here soon,” Rhiannon said, offering a shy wave to a handsome courtier standing on the side of the room, his glass raised in a toast towards them. Serce knew he’d had his head between Rhiannon’s thighs less than two hours ago, and assumed that’s where anyone looking for her cousin would find her before this party was over.

“I am relaxed,” Serce snapped, rolling the tension from her shoulders. “I think I have every right to be curious about him, don’t you?” 

Rhiannon said nothing as she returned her attention to Serce and pressed her lips together. “Of course, Serce. Of course you do.” 

Serce smoothed down her thick black hair, left to hang in its natural loose waves down her back. She fanned herself as a bead of sweat trickled down the line of her throat. It was blazing in here thanks to the dozens and dozens of floor-height candelabras that ran in two lines down the center of the room. 

They were completely impractical, but they did give the space a certain sense of atmosphere. Just another touch of flair her mother felt the need to add to everything, as though she were compensating for some deficiency she refused to admit. Not that Serce would ever say that to her mother’s face. She was amazed that someone’s overwrought gown or intricate hairdo hadn’t caught fire yet. Now that would liven up this party. 

A moment later, heralds flanking the wide doors sounded their horns and Serce winced. More of her mother’s theatrics at work—the noise was far too brazen for the cavernous hall. 

“Make way for the court of Aphelion and the Sun King,” boomed a low fae servant with light blue skin and a thatch of white hair, clothed in the black and red livery of the Heart court. Serce thought he might be some type of elf, though she’d never looked closely enough to understand the differences between the low fae’s various species.

The Sun King appeared in the doorway, his hair like spun sunlight. Every member of Aphelion’s court was resplendent in gold, fabrics shimmering and buttons winking in the flicker of the candles. She wondered then if the low lighting had been intentional on her mother’s part to diminish the Sun King’s brilliance. While Daedra might have been seeking allies, the Heart Queen had a petty streak she often failed to restrain. 

Serce eyed the retinue as they proceeded down the long central aisle, party guests shuffling left and right, making room for their entrance. She decided the Sun Court was all a little much. No one could say the hues of crimson and ebony draped over every inch of the Heart Castle were this ostentatious. They bore a certain quiet dignity and elegance in comparison. 

Two handsome princes, walking half a step back, flanked the king. On his left was a young High Fae male with golden blond hair, the spitting image of his father. On the other strode a male with coppery brown hair that fell just past his chin. 

Serce straightened her shoulders, scrutinizing the second male intensely. This had to be Atlas. Even after all these years, she remembered that shining hair that seemed painted with fire. By Fae standards, they were young, having lived less than a century. Atlas was nine years her senior, though they both appeared to be in their mid-twenties by mortal years. 

The procession stopped at the dais where the Heart Queen’s and King’s thrones sat. Made of ebony wood, they were polished to a high sheen, and a large red jewel winked in the back of each, reflecting with a million facets. The abundance of candlelight had definitely been designed to highlight their brilliance. Of that, Serce was sure. 

Daedra wore the Heart Crown, the silver band marking a striking contrast to the deep midnight hue of her sleek tresses. Serce eyed the Crown, imagining the day when it would finally become hers. 

“Your Majesties,” the Sun King said in his deep baritone, arms sweeping wide. “It is good to see you after all these years.” The low chatter in the room was focused on the newly arrived court with interest. “It is an honor to be here on such an auspicious occasion. One that will see Ouranos find peace as we come together to vanquish our enemies.”

Serce held in a snort at the king’s ridiculous speech. Vanquish, indeed. 

“We welcome you,” Daedra said, with a tip of her head, her hands folded in front of her. She was the spitting image of Serce, with brown eyes so dark they were nearly black and light brown skin that gleamed in the room’s warm light. “The honor is ours.” 

She gestured to Serce, waving her over. “And, of course, here is Serce.”

Serce stepped between her parents, ever the dutiful daughter, at least on the surface. 

Her father dropped a hand on her shoulder, heavy with meaning. While she wished she were bonding with someone she felt a connection to, she understood this alliance was for the good of the continent and her home. They were losing ground to The Aurora, and only a united front would hold Rion back from claiming any more of Ouranos than he’d already taken. 

Besides, if Serce agreed to this, her mother would finally choose the descension and retreat into the Evanescence, allowing Serce to step into her destiny as queen. The music blended into the background as Serce inhaled a deep breath to settle her nerves and prepared to welcome the members of Aphelion. 

The Sun King, Kyros, stepped forward. “Allow me to introduce my sons. This is Tyr, Aphelion’s Primary and the Sun Prince.” Tyr also stepped forward and tipped his head. He was everything the Sun Prince should be, golden and bright and gleaming. As the Primary, he would inherit the power of Aphelion once Kyros entered the Evanescence, as well. 

“Your Majesties,” Tyr said. “It is a pleasure to travel north. I’ve heard only marvelous tales of your home. I hope to take in some of the sights while we’re here.” 

Daedra nodded. “We welcome you. It’s been many years since we’ve traveled south to see the blue waters of Aphelion. Perhaps there will be more occasions to do so going forward.” She eyed Serce and then the younger prince standing on the Sun King’s other side, her meaning clear. 

“And this is Atlas,” Kyros said next, gesturing to the copper-haired Fae, who addressed Serce directly. 

“Your Highness,” he said, bowing low and looking up at her through a fringe of dark lashes. “The tales of your beauty are no match for the true vision that stands before me now.” 

Serce controlled the twitch of a muscle in her face as she resisted the urge to raise an imperious eyebrow. Of course, she was beautiful. She didn’t need this male to validate that. He made it sound like he was doing her a favor by noticing. 

Atlas was pleasing enough to look at, but she hoped he wouldn’t kick up a fuss when he realized he held the secondary role in this relationship. What she needed was a partner who looked the part but knew when to keep his mouth shut.

“Come,” Serce’s mother said with a sidelong glance in her direction. “We have a private room where we can discuss the details of our arrangement further.” 

Daedra gestured for Serce and the Heart King to follow, everyone stepping down from the dais where another low fae servant awaited. They led them, along with Atlas, Tyr, and Kyros, towards an antechamber adjacent to the ballroom. The small room featured an array of black velvet couches with crimson accents and a thick maroon rug that covered a black and white tiled floor. 

Everyone chose to stand as they all formed a circle, facing each other like six petals on a flower waiting to be torn away by the wind. The hairs on the back of Serce’s neck stood up, hinting at something amiss as she wondered why this discussion was happening in secret. 

“We’re hoping to have the bonding ceremony before spring, Kyros,” the Heart Queen said, and he pressed his lips together in response. “We’ll need your army to march on The Aurora before Rion can amass more troops across the Sinen River.” 

“We’ll call for the Trials to commence immediately, but they last eight weeks, so we’ll do the best we can.” 

“Trials?” Serce asked, just as her mother appeared ready to explain why that timeline was unacceptable.

“Yes,” said Kyros. “It’s how every queen of Aphelion is chosen.” 

“Serce,” her father said, taking her hand in his and squeezing it gently. “You know this.” 

“Yes, I know.” She pulled her hand away and faced the Sun King. “But that’s if you’re bonding to some commoner to put on your throne. I am a Primary and already have a crown of my own to inherit. Besides, I will not be the queen of Aphelion. I will be the queen of Heart and Heart only.” 

“But should something ever happen to Tyr, it’s likely that Atlas would become the Primary, and therefore, you would become queen of Aphelion as well. Thus, the Trials must still take place in the unlikely but still possible event that happens,” Kyros said, as though he were speaking to a child who didn’t understand a simple arithmetic problem.  

Serce scoffed. “I will not enter some contest with a group of simpering women to win his hand.” She gestured to Atlas, who frowned at her comment, his dark eyebrows drawing together. 

“Serce,” Daedra said with an edge of warning in her voice. 

“No, this is madness. It’s insulting. I will not do it.” 

“It’s about the optics,” Tyr said, spreading his hands in a placating gesture. “Even if you never rule in Aphelion, we must be prepared. The people would never accept you.” 

“And you have no issue with your father and brother essentially plotting your death?” she bit back. 

“That’s not what this is,” he said, his posture stiffening while Serce scoffed again. The fool.

“Your Highness,” Kyros said. “It is merely a formality. You will win. We will ensure it is so.” 

“Of course I’d win,” she hissed. “That isn’t what I’m worried about.” 

She caught the eye of Atlas, whose gaze was darting between his father and her as they volleyed back and forth. 

“What do you say about this?” she asked him, challenging him to speak up. If he was to become her bonded partner, then she expected him to support her above everyone in all things. Instead, Atlas just appeared surprised to have been included in this conversation, as though all of this had nothing to do with him. Serce’s esteem for both this Fae and this bonding was dropping faster than a boulder rolling down a mountain. 

“I think we’ll have to keep up appearances,” he said, tugging on the hem of his golden jacket. “It will be over quickly.” 

Serce blinked as something in her chest caved inwards. This fool was to be the Fae she’d spend the rest of her life with? With no backbone and no thoughts of his own? Even worse, he’d take up her father’s place as the King of Heart? Her queendom deserved so much better.

“Mother,” she said, her voice dropping. “I did not agree to this.”

“You said you understood the importance of this alliance and that you would concede to a union,” Daedra replied, her tone threadbare and her eyes flashing. Serce rarely disobeyed her mother. Few challenged the Heart Queen and lived to tell the tale. “You understand what’s at stake.”

“I said I’d meet him and I would agree if it felt…right,” she said carefully, searching for whatever words would free her from this snare. “I am not competing in some barbaric ritual like a common whore.” 

There was a collective flinch around the room at her accusation, but Serce didn’t care. 

Her gaze met with her mother’s, and Serce noted the conflict in her expression. Daedra would have never agreed to these terms, either, but she must think like a queen, not a woman with her own personal desires. 

Serce was bound by the same chains. If she wanted Daedra to give her the Crown, she’d have to do what was best for Heart, but this felt like too much to ask of her.

“I need some time to think,” Serce said to no one in particular, and then spun on her heel to storm out. She entered the ballroom, where the volume of voices and music crescendoed into an incessant buzz as the air grew thick enough to choke her. She put a hand to her forehead, dizzy with anger and frustration and the helpless inevitability that she would have no choice. 

Suddenly, she couldn’t breathe. 

This felt wrong. Everything about this felt off. She didn’t want to compete for a partner, and she didn’t want to bond to that fool. Surely she deserved better than this.

Serce took a sharp right turn and headed for an exit that led into the hallway. Worried someone would try to drag her back to that uncomfortable meeting, she cast a look over her shoulder. Picking up her skirts so she wouldn’t trip, she kicked up her pace, trying to distance herself from the threat of her now muddled future. 

It was then she careened into a solid object, bouncing back and nearly toppling over when she was saved by a strong arm that circled her waist. Her savior hauled her back to her feet with a gentle but firm tug. 

“Whoa,” came a deep voice. “Are you okay?” 

Serce looked up to find a pair of dark green eyes belonging to a High Fae male—the most beautiful one she’d ever seen—who towered over her. He had tanned golden skin and his long hair was the deepest brown of freshly tilled earth. Braided along the sides of his head, it framed high cheekbones and a strong jaw dusted with a fine layer of dark stubble. He was breathtaking. 

“I—” Serce swallowed, at a loss for words for possibly the first time in her life. This stranger mesmerized her, his scent pulling her under. It was warm and earthy, like the sweetness of a million flowers bursting open in spring. With his arm still around her, he steadied Serce and then, as if almost reluctant to do so, pulled away. 

“You’re Serce,” he said. “The Heart Princess?” 

She nodded, wondering how he knew. “I am,” she said, trying to find her words around a tied tongue. “And you are?” 

The corner of his perfect mouth ticked up in a smirk that made her knees go weak. His forest green eyes sparkled as he lifted her hand and pressed his lips to the back. 

Serce blinked when her magic responded, as if it had found a mind of its own. It had never done that before. Her crimson lightning sparked through her veins like an oncoming storm, threatening to burst out through her fingertips. As his lips lingered a second longer than was entirely appropriate given her station, a fissure of heat went straight to the carnal place just below her navel. 

She let out a small gasp in response, and his eyes darkened, as though he had felt it, too. 

“I’m the Woodlands King, Wolf,” he said, his voice rumbling and rich. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Serce.”

Their gazes met, and Serce felt a tug so profound it seemed to come from the deepest wells of the earth. 

It was an irrevocable shift. A moment of reckoning. An unstoppable tide. 

As she stared at Wolf, she knew then, with the certainty of the sun that rose over the ocean and the roses that bloomed in the garden, that her life had just changed forever. 
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